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Introduction & Outline 

Historical Origins to the 18th Century 

• Prehistoric and Ancient Mesopotamian Evidence
• Egyptian Herbal Medicine 
• Greek Herbal Medicine 
• Roman Herbal Medicine 
• The Four Humours and Temperaments
• The Dark Ages 
• Unani Medicine
• European herbalism in the Middle Ages 

• European Herbalism in the Renaissance 
• The Obvious Omissions in the Herbal History of Europe 



Prehistoric and Ancient Mesopotamian Evidence It is difficult to pinpoint 
an exact time when humankind first discovered the use of any given plant.

Archaeological studies at Shanidar in Iraq: 

60,000 years ago Neanderthals had a basic pharmacopoeia. 

Eight species of pollen grains found at the prehistoric site confirm that 
seven plants including: 

Yarrow / Achillea millefolium 

Marshmallow / Althaea officinalis 

Groundsel / Senecio spp. 

Centuary / Centaurium spp.

Ephedra / Ephedra spp. 



Sumerian ideograms from 2500 
BCE
Depict various plant medicines 
including poppy. 

In the historical findings of ancient 
Mesopotamia, nearly 250 plants are 
described including belladonna, 
henbane, hemp, saffron, thyme, 
myrrh and more



The Code of Hammurabi carved in stone and name after 
the famous king of the Babylonian Empire (1792 – 1750 BCE) 
is the first written reference of plants as medicines, including 
senna, henbane, licorice and mint



Egyptian Herbal Medicine 

The earliest written record found in the Ebers Papyrus, dating from 16th

century BCE. 

Contains over 800 prescriptions and recipes including poppy, cannabis, 
frankincense, cassia, senna, thyme, aloe and castor. 

Diverse healing techniques: spiritual healing, colour healing, massage and 
surgery with an extensive use of therapeutic herbs and foods.

Believed that disease and death caused by some malign influence. 

The Egyptian Physician served two important functions: 

To discover the nature of the entity processing the person

To attack it, drive it out or otherwise appease it. 

This was done through rituals, spells, incantations, talismans and amulets. 



Many Egyptian healing temples were dedicated to the 
Goddess Isis. 

Isis was revered as the bringer of health and the 
dispenser of healing herbs. 

Also regarded as the protector of women in childbirth, 
many of Isis’ temples contained birthing houses and were 
later expanded into women’s medical schools. 

Here the temple priestesses helped heal women’s 
diseases, cultivated medicinal gardens and oversaw the 
preparation of pharmaceutical remedies. 

The most well-known female pharaoh, Queen 
Hatshepsut, reigned from 1503 – 1482 BCE.

Promoted women practitioners in the healing arts. She 
founded three medical schools as well as botanical and 
herbal gardens for the propagation of medicinal plants.



G R E E K  H E R B A L  M E D I C I N E  

Alexander the Great (356 – 323 BCE) conquered virtually all of the then well-known 
world including Persia, Egypt, and India, 

Alexander hellenized those he conquered. 

However, all nations encompassed by the Greek Empire brought with them their 
own traditions and customs, including their healing knowledge. 

One year before his death, Alexander founded the city of Alexandria, a crossroads 
for the exchange of knowledge between all the countries of the ancient world, most 
notably India and China. 

Ptolemy Soter, Egypt ruler for almost 40 years after Alexander’s death, founded the 
Alexandrian Library where almost 700 rolls of papyri were housed. 



The Greek and Roman Humoral System 

In addition to the sharing of knowledge of the herbs between these 
civilizations there was also a theoretical basis for their use. 

Evaluation of herbs according to their energies: 

Hot, Warm, Neutral, Cool and Cold 

Evaluation of herbs according to their flavour / taste: 

Spicy, Bitter, Sweet, Sour, Salty and Bland 

The dynamics of physiological holism were expressed through the various 
humoral theories common to countries as far removed as India, China and 
then eventually Greece and Rome. 



Hippocrates (460 – 377 BCE) attempted to 
cultivate more applied logic and reason instead of 
the superstition that dominated that time. 
(Rationalism) 

He was born in or around 460 BCE on Cos, an 
island close to the Asiatic mainland. 

He settled in Thessaly and died at the very old 
age of 90 years in Larissa, well respected and 
considered the father of medicine. 

Intellectual, spiritual and philosophical giants 
walked the earth in  Hippocrates’ era included 
Socrates, Buddha, and Plato. 
It was a time of wisdom and great thought 
occurring in all corners of the world. 

The  E ra  o f  H ippocra tes :  



“Above all else, do no harm.” 

“Let medicine be your food and your food, medicine.”

“The body heals itself.”

Hippocrates’ system of holistic medicine focused treatment 
on the person rather than the disease. 

Rather than declare disease supernaturally induced, Hippocrates 
based his understanding of medicine on natural laws, where the 
course of disease followed a discernible pattern of cause and 
effect. 

The Greek universe was ordered by 4 dynamic elements of 
Fire, Water, Earth and Air, Hippocrates saw the body 
governed by four corresponding ‘humours’. 

Hippocrates also criticized the classifications of the qualities of 
hot, cold, damp and dry as incomplete or insufficient. 



As quo ted  f rom H ippocra tes  w r i t i ngs :  

“ There exists in man saltiness, bitterness, sweetness, sharpness, 
astringency, flabbiness, and countless other qualities having every 
kind of influence, number and strength. 

When these are properly mixed and compounded with one another, 
they can neither be observed nor are they harmful. But when one is 
separated out and stands alone it becomes both apparent and 
harmful.” 



No t ab l e  W o men  Hea l e r s  i n  G r eece :  

AG NO D ICE : Credited with started the female medical revolution in Athens 
that spread throughout the entire Greek empire. 

She studied and practiced as a man. When her male colleagues discovered 
this she was found guilty of illegal practice of medicine and sentenced to 
death. 

Her woman patients marched on the courthouse and threatened mass suicide 
if she wasn’t set free. 

The judge consented and from that point women were allowed to study and 
practice medicine, although only on other women. 

AR T EM IS I A :  The Queen of Caria (d. 335 BCE) was a famous herbalist who 
widely used medicinal plants. She is credited with discovering the value of 
wormwood which subsequently as name for her: Artemisia absinthium. 

APAS IA : Practiced in the 1st century (ACE), specializing in gynecology and 
obstetrics with a focus on childbirth and birth control. 

Her image can be seen in a fresco in the main building of the University of 
Athens. 



R O M A N  H E R B A L  M E D I C I N E  

The virtue of Romans is said to be their practicality. 

Organize and structure their communities, hygienic principles, developed more 
advanced sewage systems, burial system, aqueducts and more.  

They also supported private medical practice and Roman medicine evolved into the 
form of hospitals, primarily military hospitals. 

They were not known for their compassion. Conquering many nations brought much 
sickness and disease. 

In 46 BCE, Julius Caesar granted citizenship to foreign doctors and lifted the distrust 
between Roman and Greek doctors. 

Previous to this Greek doctors were maintained as skilled and knowledgeable slaves. 

The story is that Augustus, an emperor with rheumatism, arthritis, chronic insomnia had 
found no doctor’s remedies successful until Antonia Musa, a freed slave, diagnosed 
him with inflammation of the liver and prescribed cold sulphur baths. In gratitude for 
this cure, along with erecting a statue of Antonia Musa, he exempted all doctors of 

the day from taxes. 



Ped an i u s D i o s co r i d e s 4 0  – 9 0  ACE

Dioscorides was a first century physician and one of the most important medical figures 
of Rome. 

A Greek in the Roman army, he travelled extensively throughout Greece, Italy, Germany 
and Spain detailing the properties of nearly 600 plants including their habitats, directions 
for use and indications. 

The definitive work of Dioscorides entitled De Materia Medica, was a compilation of 
many works from Hippocrates, Theophrastus, Andreas, Niger and Crateuas and other 
scientific botanists and herbalists. 

This work became the primary written source of herbal information worldwide for 
over 1500 years. 

The work has long been out of print in its original form however the most recent 
translation is done by John M. Riddle and is still available today. 



Dioscorides’ work follows an organized pattern of 
one plant per chapter laid out in the following format: 

1. Plant name, Synonyms and Picture 

2. Habitats 

3. Botanical Description 

4. Drug properties or Actions 

5. Medicinal Uses 

6. Harmful Side Effects 

7. Quantities and Dosages 

8. Harvesting, Preparation, and Storage Instructions 



A significant aspect of his work was over looked by scholars for centuries. 
Instead of grouping plants by botanical families, treatment of specific 
diseases or even their flavours and energies, he arrangement them by their 
physiological effects. 

Warming Sleep – Inducing 
Mollifying and Softening Relaxing 
Astringent, Bitter or Binding Diaphoretic
Diuretic Stopping of Pores
Drying Causing Thirst
Cooling Checking
Concocting Cleaning
Sharpening Cleaning thoroughly or emetic 
Making Thin Decocting
Dilating Hardening 
Gluing Nourishing 

These categories included: 





Dioscorides raised herbal medicine beyond the allopathic principle of matching 
specific herbs to diseases. 

Included was organoleptic classification of flavours and organs affected. 

This approach allows the organization of the herb to be placed in several categories 
showing every herb’s multi-application aspect and the wide range to which an 
imbalance could present. 

Example of this is how we treat a cold, damp cough with a warming expectorant, and 
a hot, dry cough with a soothing, moistening, expectorant. 

By Dioscorides’ time, medical practitioners were neither unified about the nature of 
disease and illness nor were they in agreement on a set principle on which to 
organize experiences and to approach therapy. 

Even the humours were debated amongst the Greeks and the Romans, never in 
complete agreement about the number, designation or even existence of humours. 

Among those opposed was Dioscorides who did not accept so few as four 

humours and largely ignored the whole matter. 



Galen of Pergamon 131-210 ACE

Galen was a Greek physician and surgeon in the Roman army. 

He promoted Hippocratic medicine (Rationalism) and was a major 
influence on Arabic medicine.  

He is believed to have written over 600 treatises on medicine, 
philosophy, physiology, pharmacy, therapeutics and hygiene, many 
of which are only available as works that were translated into Arabic 
in the 9th and 10th centuries. 

He discovered the brain controls movement via the nervous 
system, and was the first person to differentiate between venous 
and arterial blood as well as motor and sensory neurons.



G a l e n i c  T heo r y

Pneuma - Vital Air - The Creative Force of Being

L aw  o f  T he  Na t u r a l s

1. The Vital Faculty generates and controls the motive energy or Life Force, which 
was called “Thymos” by the classical Greeks.

2. The Natural Faculty represents the instinctive and involuntary functions, such as 
hunger, digestion and growth; it arises in the liver where it generates the four 
humors.

3. The Psychic Faculty is the balancing faculty, it represents the conscious and 
unconscious mind and arises in the brain.



The Origins of the Four Humours and Temperaments 

The original meaning of the word humor meant "fluid." 

Four fluids thought to be present in the human body: 
blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm. 
Ideally in balance of each other
When one fluid overpower another the body becomes out of 
balance and causes medical and psychological illness. 

Personality types, moods, psychosis, sickness: all were easily 
explained by a surplus or shortage of a particular humor



FOUR ELEMENTS MAKE UP ALL THINGS 

4 elements: earth / fire / water / air

4 qualities: warmth / dryness / cold / moisture

Earth - cold & dry

Fire - warm & dry

Air - warm & moist

Water - cold & moist



The Greek philosopher Empedocles (circa 450 BCE) 
described these elements with Aristotle later fostering 
the view that the four elements dictated 
temperament. 

Hippocrates (c. 460 - approx. 377 BCE) advanced 
the doctrine of humors in medicine, teaching that an 

imbalance of the humors was the cause of illness. 



HUMOUR (FLUID QUALITY / SUBSTANCE) TEMPERAMENT / MIZAJ 

Sanguis (Warm / Moist) Blood Sanguine: Air 

Phlegm (Cold / Moist) Phlegm Phlegmatic: Water

Choler (Hot / Dry) Yellow Bile Choleric: Fire

Melancholer (Cold / Dry) Black Bile Melancholic: Earth

Galen 131-210 ACE expanded the theory of the humors to include that of 
four temperaments also known as Mizaj.
He described them as: 

The influence of Galen's teachings carried on for centuries: even prominent Swiss psychiatrist, 
Carl Jung, later based his theories on Galen's classification of personality types.





Confluence of the Humors

Health is a harmonious balance and interworking of the humors.  
Although the Four Humors work together to ensure the optimum 
nutrition, growth and metabolism of the organism, healthy 
humors still maintain their own identity and functional integrity.  

When the humors are harmonious, balanced and working well 
together, that is a condition called eucrasia, or "good mixture".

When the humors are unbalanced, aggravated, or out of sorts, 
that is a condition called dyscrasia, or "bad mixture".



The Psychological Effects of the Humors

• Not just gross, physical substances.
• Pervade the whole organism as subtle vapors, even affecting 

the mind, thoughts, and emotions.
• Psychological effects: capable of affecting both body and 

mind

The Four Humors tend to have negative effects on the mind 
and emotions only when they're excessive or aggravated.

Otherwise, they can also strengthen positive aspects of 
character.



Humour/Fluid: Blood (Sanguis) 
Temperament: Sanguine
Element: Air
Quality: Hot/Warm, Moist/Wet
Season: Spring



Blood, or the Sanguis humor, is the first to arise, and receives the 
richest share of nutrients.
It is the most plentiful humor and enters the general circulation.

Blood promotes a feeling of joy, mirth, optimism, enthusiasm, 
affection and wellbeing.

Blood, or the Sanguine humor, is the red, hemoglobin-rich 
portion.

Blood is Hot and Wet, or Warm and Moist.



SUMMARY 

Sanguis humor - Provides motive energy of the body. Stimulates 
logical thinking. The receptacle for this humor is the veins and 
arteries 

Sanguine temperament - Belongs to Air element, it is typified by 
fair with ruddy complexion, full muscular development, large full 
veins and a large pulse. 

These are confident, positive people who are rarely anxious. They 
are very prone to involve themselves with physical excesses and as 
a result they often suffer from injuries and their after-effects. 

This type has also been called the “Muscular” temperament.



Humour/Fluid: Phlegm
Temperament: Phlegmatic 
Element: Water
Quality: Cold/Wet 
Season: Autumn 



Phlegm, or the Phlegmatic humor, is present as the clear 
plasma portion.

Phlegm, as Plasma humor, is the second to arise and receives 
the next richest share of nutrients. It is also very plentiful entering 
the general circulation.
The Phlegm humor is Cold and Wet.

Phlegmatic induces passivity, lethargy, subjectivity, devotion, 
emotionalism, sensitivity and sentimentality.

It includes not just phlegm, but all the other clear fluids of the 
body: mucus, saliva, plasma, lymph, and serous and interstitial 
fluids.



SU MMAR Y  

Phlegm Humour: induces passivity, lethargy, subjectivity, devotion, 
emotionalism, sensitivity and sentimentality.

Has expelling properties, its role is to expel substances that are not 
required by the body, such as by-products of infections and toxins.

The phlegm humor controls the Choler humor and has a beneficial cooling 
and moistening effect on the heart. It strengthens the function of the lower 
brain and the emotions but has adverse effect on the intellect.

It also maintains proper fat metabolism and the balance of body fluids, 
electrolytes and hormones. The receptacle for the phlegm humor is the 
lungs



Phlegmatic Temperament:

Belongs to Water element and displays a fair complexion, light hair, general 
softness and laxity of tissues and a pulse that is soft and wide. 

Because of the excessive metabolic activity of immune system, heat tends 
to be drawn inwards and the exterior is cold; hence people of this type tend 
to feel the cold acutely. 

The Phlegmatic type is slow and sluggish, apathetic and not readily excited, 
and easily becomes flabby and overweight.

This type has also been called the “Lymphatic” temperament. 



Humour/Fluid: Yellow Bile / Choler
Temperament: Choleric 
Element: Fire 
Quality: Hot/Dry
Season: Summer 



Yellow Bile/Choleric humor, is present as a slight residue or 
bilirubin, imparting a slight yellowish tint.

Yellow Bile, or the Choleric humor, is the third to arise and receives 
a rather coarse, meager share of nutrients. It is not so plentiful. Only 
a slight residue enters the general circulation; the rest is stored in 
the gall bladder, its receptacle, to be used as needed.

The Choleric humor is Hot and Dry.

Yellow Bile provokes, excites and emboldens the passions. Being 
inflammatory, irritating and caustic, it provokes anger, irritability, 
boldness, ambition, envy, jealousy and courage.



SUMMARY 

Choler humor - It is closely associated with the nervous system and acts to 
increase its rate of function. Choler clarifies all humors and has a warming effect 
on the body. Choler also stimulates the intellect and increases physical and 
mental activity and courage. Its receptacle is the gallbladder.

Choleric temperament - Belongs to Fire element and is characterized by a slim 
build and by hyperactivity. These are passionate people, quick to become 
excited or angry and just as quick to forget their excitement. 

They live on their nerves and because of this they are susceptible to brain and 
nervous disorders. 

Their pulse tends to be sharp and quick. The skin in this type appears yellowish, 
and this temperament occurs often in those with brown hair. 

This type has also been referred to as the “nervous” temperament



Humour/Fluid: Black Bile / Melancholer
Temperament: Melancholic 
Element: Earth 
Quality: Cold/Dry
Season: Winter



Black Bile, or the Melancholer humor, is present as a brownish grey 
sediment with platelets and clotting factors.

Black Bile, or the Melancholer humor, is the last to arise, and receives the 
coarsest, most meager share of nutrients. It is the least plentiful. Only a 
slight residue enters the general circulation; the rest is stored in 
the spleen, its receptacle, to be used as needed.

Black Bile is Cold and Dry.

Black Bile makes one pensive, melancholy and withdrawn. It encourages 
prudence, caution, realism, pragmatism and pessimism.



SU MMAR Y :  

Melancholer humor - Consists of two parts, a thick earthly aspect, which is the 
coldest part and which is prone to coagulation, and a more fluid, vaporous 
substance that is also called Atrabile. 

Atrabile has the propensity to ascend and affect the brain. 

When Atrabile exists in normal quantities, it enhances the memory and gives rise 
to solid qualities such as practicality, pragmaticism, and studiousness. 

If Atrabile becomes excessive, it can cause the condition called melancholy. The 
coldest part of the melancholer humor is adherent and viscous and if not 

eliminated properly, can settle on or in tissues, thus causing morbid deposits, 

which can form tumors. 

The spleen removes the melancholer from the blood and body fluids and is the 
receptacle of melancholer. 



Melancholic temperament-

Belongs to Earth element and usually has a dark complexion and appears 
emaciated. 

Their tissues are hard and dry and their pulse is narrow and thready. 

This temperament is prone to frequent spells of pessimism, a gloomy state of 
mind with depression and moroseness.



T HE  F O U R  D YST EMPER S  

Warm/Hot Dystemper - may be caused by:

• Excessive activity
• Excessive anger
• Anxiety or worry
• Excessive environmental heat
• Deficient elimination
• Active putrefaction
• Fever
• Infection
• Too many hot foods, such as hot spices

The warm dystemper tends to combine with dryness or moisture.



Moist Dystemper - may originate from:

• Excessive eating or drinking
• Too many moist foods
• Exposure to too much dampness
• Lack of activity

The moist dystemper combines with heat or cold.

THE FOUR DYSTEMPERS 



Cold Dystemper - may be caused by:

• Excessive ingestion of cold substances
• Fasting
• Debilitating activity or excessive inactivity
• Chronic fevers
• Slowing of elimination of the humors due to their thickening and 

coagulation
• Cold weather

Cold dystemper combines with dryness or moisture.

THE FOUR DYSTEMPERS 



Dry Dystemper - may be caused by:

• Fasting and starvation
• Deficient fluid intake
• Excessive activity
• Excessive exposure to drying environments
• Excess drying foods, such as salt, vinegar or alcohol, 

or habits such as smoking tobacco
• Acute conditions that have turned chronic due to the 

drying up of secretions

Dry dystemper combines with hot or cold.

THE FOUR DYSTEMPERS 



REGIME FOR CHOLERIC PEOPLE (fire)

AVOID: Fatty and spicy foods, fatty meat, salty and dry foods, stimulants, alcoholic 
spirits, excess wine and an excess of competitive sports. 

TAKE: Fish and wild meats, beer and cider, soups with barley, summer fruits such as 
raspberries, sufficient water, regular balanced exercise and vapour baths. 
Regular cleansing regimes such as short fasts or eating only light food for a few days. 
Cultivate respect for an authoritative figure and exercise self-discipline.

USEFUL HERBS: Cooling and softening herbs such as Violets, Mallows and Plantains. 
Herbs that clear heat from the liver and digestive system such as Meadowsweet. 
Herbs that clear heat from the skin such as Burdock root and Yellow dock. 
Herbs that protect the heart from excess heat such as Motherwort and Lemon Balm. 



REGIME FOR SANGUINE PEOPLE (air)

AVOID: Excess of all kinds, especially rich food, alcohol and sex. 
Being too scattered - too many different things on the go. 
Damp and heating foods such as honey, wine and mead. 
Excess of concentrated foods such as dried fruit and sugar and garlic and onions in 
excess. 

TAKE: Beer and cider. Water and soups with barley. Vinegar and pickles. Wild meats, fish, 
salad and summer fruits. Regular exercise in company and co-operative sporting activity. 
Cultivate esteem and love for one person or find an enduring, central interest to life. Allow 
positive expression of excess air by singing, writing or expressing ideas. Eat regular meals 
and avoid eating between meals.

USEFUL HERBS; Calming and centring herbs such as Chamomile, Linden and Oats. 
Chamomile is almost obligatory for sanguine types. Valerian combined with Skullcap or 
Passion flower leaves for anxiety. Herbs to protect and balance the circulation such as 
Hawthorn berries and Bilberries.



REGIME FOR PHLEGMATIC PEOPLE (water)

AVOID: Excess sleep and slothfulness, eating too much, fish (except with warming herbs), 
milk products, ice cream, sweet foods, salty foods, raw foods, salads (except with spicy or 
garlic dressings), pears and summer fruits. 
The traditional English diet included lots of warming spiced meat and astringent pickles.
The traditional cooking of any country will be found to balance the excesses of that 
country’s climate. Modern, fast food will, of course, be the death of us all.

TAKE: Warming foods such as onions and garlic and cooked foods. Astringent (dry) foods 
such as globe artichokes and cabbages. Warming wine and root vegetables. Fast at the 
change of seasons and get into the habit of adding gentle spices to foods. Regular, gentle 
exercise and co-operative ventures with your peers. Avoid getting caught up in emotional 
introspection - find creative ways of expressing deep emotions.

USEFUL HERBS; Gentle spices especially; Cinnamon, Cardamom, Coriander, Fennel and 
dried Ginger. Gentle astringents such as Agrimony and Elderflowers. Warm, dry herbs such 
as Thyme, Sage and Rosemary. Nettles are especially beneficial. Take Nettles and Cleavers 
in the spring and warming herbs in the autumn.



REGIME FOR MELANCHOLIC PEOPLE (earth)

AVOID: Excess food. Heavy foods such as beef. Drying foods such as lentils and an 
excess of astringent foods such as apples and quinces. Eating late in the day. 
Narcotics. Thinking too much and getting caught in introspection. Lack of physical 
activity.

TAKE: Light but nourishing foods such as light breads, soft cheeses, shellfish, eggs, 
lamb, olive oil, root vegetables and dried fruits. Cleansing foods such as asparagus, 
fennel and celery. Prolonged, gentle exercise such as long walks, hikes and gardening. 
‘Earthy’ activity which has an end product such as pottery. Regular long baths with 
relaxing oils such as Lavender. Cultivate the friendship of a sanguine person and 
always have a big, long term project on the go - one which requires deep thought but 
also gets ‘you out of yourself’.

USEFUL HERBS: Gently warm, moving and cleansing herbs such as Fennel, Angelica, 
Coriander leaves, Parsley and Juniper berries. Herbs for liver congestion such as 
Barberry bark and Dandelion root and leaf. Herbs to clear melancholy from the heart 
such as Borage and Motherwort. Comfrey cream for dry skin.
Valerian combined with Linden for anxiety.





The  Da r k  Ages  

Medicine stagnates during the Roman Empire and increasingly 
deteriorates when Europe plunges into the dark ages (476- 1200 
ACE). 

The centers of learning (medicine, philosophy, science) are now 
located in the Byzantine Empire (Constantinople, Jundi Shapur).

When the Arabs conquer the Middle East, they do not destroy the 
existing culture and learning. It was integrated into their culture. 

This was the beginning of Unani medicine.



Unan i  Med i c i ne

Is based on Greek medicine, especially the work of Hippocrates and Galen. 
To this foundation was added elements of Persian medicine, Islamic 
philosophy and the scientific genius of the Arabic world. 

Very important discoveries and inventions can be contributed to the Arabic 
world such as: 

• Distillation
• Soap, 
• The crank-shaft,
• The discovery of circulation of blood 
• Arabic numerals and algebra 
• The pin-hole camera 
• Sulphuric and nitric acids 
• Modern chemistry 
• The use of catgut for sutures 
• The windmill 

Unani Medicine is practiced widely around the world: Known as Unani Tibb.



R h a z e s / M u h a m m a d  i b n  Z a k a r i y a  a l - R h a z i

865 - 925 ACE 

Persian. 

First person to differentiate smallpox from measles. 

Discovered kerosene. 

First person to create mercurial ointments and is considered to 
be the father of pediatrics. 

He was a pioneer in ophthalmology and he developed many of 
the specialized flasks and mortars used in alchemy and 
chemistry.

Wrote many books, including A Medical Advisor to the General 
Public, Doubts about Galen, The Diseases of Children, Proving 
the Science of Medicine, as well as books on the liver, smallpox 
and measles, kidney stones, the heart, the intestines, surgery, 
alchemy, mental health and philosophy. 



I bn  S ina /Av icenna  - 980  - ?  ACE 

Wrote 450 books, of which 240 have survived. 

They include Kitab al-Shifa (The Book of Healing) and 
Al-Qaran Fi Al-tibb (The Canon of Medicine).

He also wrote on philosophy, astronomy, geography, 
alchemy, geology, religion, mathematics, psychology 
and poetry. 

One of the first people to describe contagious diseases, 
sexually transmitted diseases, the use of quarantine, 
and how to test new medicines.



Moses Maimonides (Moshe ben Maimon) -
1135 - 1204 AD

Influential Jewish scholar wrote on medicine, 
religion, and philosophy. He was the physician 
to the Sultan Saladin. The first person to 
describe asthma, diabetes, hepatitis and 
pneumonia.

His medical works include:

Medical Aphorisms

Commentary on the Aphorisms of Hippocrates

Glossary of Drug Names

Treatise on Asthma

Treatise on Poisons and Their Antidotes



EUROPEAN HERBALISM IN THE MIDDLE AGES 

Only the monasteries were allowed to openly study herbal folklore at this time, 
controlling this knowledge into the hands of the church and further empowering the 
Christian priests. 

The church’s large herbal store rooms were called officinas, gave rise to the Latin 
officinalis, which is seen in many herb’s names today. 

Wracked by a series of devasting plagues. 

Outbreaks of leprosy begin the 500s and reached their peak in the 1200s. 

In the mid 1300s, the deadly bubonic plague, known as the Black Death, kills about 
one quarter of Europe’s population. 

Throughout this period smallpox and other infectious diseases attacked thousands 
of people. 



E U R O P E A N  H E R B A L I S M  I N  T H E  M I D D L E  A G E S  

Because official medicine was the domain of either church or state during the Middle 
Age, folk medicine was tasked to herbalists and healers who practice ‘unofficial’ 
methods associated with pagan religions and which were more affordable to the 
layperson seeking care. 

Such people included women who were branded ‘witches’ and their male 
counterparts called ‘warlocks’ and others who rebelled against the domain of the 
church and state and who sought to rediscover ancient religious and healing 
customs. 

In the efforts to preserve Christian values the Inquisition and the witch hunts 
suppressed and disparaged the efforts of the lay herbalist. 

If seen practicing with non- Christian symbols it was deemed work of the devil. 



Important Contributions / Events of this Time: 

500: A translation of Herbarium of Apuleius connected English 
peoples with herbal medicine in Southern Europe 

800: Due to the Norman and Danish Invasions, old herbals and ‘books 
of simples’ were destroyed and the written account of the Druidic 
uses of plants were mostly lost. 

950: Leech Book of the Bald, the oldest existing leech (doctoring) 
book written in the vernacular was the first medical treatise of Western 
Europe. 



1000: Trotula, a female professor at the famous Salerno School of 
Medicine was one of the foremost authorities on medicine at her time. 

Of the many medical works she authored, the most famous is Passionibus
Mulierum Curandoum (The Diseases of Women). 

She also was known for two other books Trotula Major and Trotula Minor,
often combined and simple called Trotula along with several other written 
contributions.  

She was believed to have occupied the chair of medicine at the School of 
Salerno and run an extensive practice. Her work was not just in gynecology, 
she also taught detailed clinical diagnosis of ailments and was the first to 
write about pediatrics as a separate branch of medicine. 



1200: The 12th century mystic Hildegard of Bingen wrote widely on 
devotion, mysticism and healing. 

She indicated her knowledge came from visionary sources and 
utilized the four element and four humour systems dating back a 
millennia before her. 

Her approach integrated body, mind and spirit through the use of diet, 
herbs, and gems. 

She used many common herbs such as psyllium, aloe and 
horehound as well as spices from Asia including galangal. 

In her works, Hildegard describes herbal preparations such as wines, 
teas, syrups, oils, salves, powders and smoking mixtures. 

She made diet recommendations of avoiding cold or raw foods, too 
much meat and fat, recommending a variety of meats, seafoods, 
vegetables and spelt instead of wheat. 

She believed in healing modalities of fasting, bloodletting, cupping 
and saunas. 

Hildegard’s book Physica, has been translated to English and is 
available for purchase today. 



1485: In Germany, The Herbarius and Ortus Sanitatus had beautiful 
woodcuts prior to the period of botanical illustration that began in 
1530. 



Eu ropean  He rba l i sm  i n  t he  Rena i s sance  

Political independence from church, coupled with a renewed 
interest in the classics fostered an unprecedented contribution of 
scientific, medical and cultural achievements and advancements. 

Many great herbal works were written during the time. 



One of the key European figures of the 16th Century as Paracelsus (1493 –
1541).

Paracelsus rejects Galen’s theories in favor of detailed observation in medicine. 

“I have not borrowed from Hippocrates, Galen or anyone else” he wrote, 
“having acquired my knowledge form the best teacher, and that is, by 
experience and hard work.” 

Paracelsus paid great attention to the correct dosage and is known as the father of 
chemistry, he explored alchemy, revived the Doctrine of Signatures and was a 
proponent of the value of locally grown herbs rather than expensive imports



1525: Banke’s Herbal, the first printed herbal, was 
published in England 

1526: Grete Herballl, printed by Peter Treveris, had 
the highest reputation of early English herbals.  

1550: Turner’s Herbs was written by William Turner 
(1510 – 1568), regarded as the ‘father of British 
botany’ because he was the first Englishman to 
study plant scientifically. 

The German Fuch’s Herbal was another landmark 
work with beautiful illustrations, written by Leonhard 
Fuchs (1501 – 1566) 



1552: Aztec Herbal is the earliest treatise on 
Aztec pharmacology. Written by Martin de la 
Cruz, an Aztec doctor, later translated by Juan 
Baliano, an Indian doctor from Xochimilco. It 
was rediscovered in the Vatican Library in 1919 
and has become known as the Baliano Code. 

1554: Historie de Plantes, by Belgian botanist 
Rembert Dodeons (1517 – 1585) incorporated 
many of Fuchs’ woodcuts along with new 
illustrations. 

His important book, The Pemptades, formed 
the basis of the English Gerard’s Herbal. 



1557, 1633: John Gerard (1545 – 1612) 
was a surgeon, traveler and dedicated 
gardener.

Gerard’s Herbal is largely based on The 
Pemtades, although Gerard altered the plant 
classifications and added a great deal from 
personal observation. 

First published in 1597, later updated and 
reprinted in 1633. 

Gerard’s work showcases that herbs treat not 
only physical disease but those of the mind and 
spirit. Gerard also described aromatherapy 
methods such as the inhalation of volatile oils 
and their absorption though the skin into the 
circulatory system. 



1629, 1640: John Parkinson (1567 – 1650) 
wrote many books and was considered one of 
the great herbalists. 

Books included: 

Paradis in Sole Terrestris (Earthly Paradise) 
published in 1629

Theatrum Botanicum (The Theater of Plants) 
published in 1640. 

The latter described over 3800 plants and was the 
most complete and aesthetic treatise on plants of 
the day. 



1 6 5 2 :  N i c ho l a s  Cu l p ep p e r  ( 1 6 1 6  – 1 6 5 4 )  

Culpeper was a botanist, a herbalist, astronomer and physician. 

Wrote about the relationship of astrology to herbs and on the ‘Doctrine of Signatures’ 

Culpeper was loved by his people but disliked by his professional colleagues. 

Official medical knowledge was printed and discussed only in Latin.

In Culpeper’s opinion, this was an elitist position to withhold healing knowledge from 
the masses and ensure the vested interested of the medical profession. 

He violated the oath of London’s College of Physicians by translating such medical works 
from Latin into common English, most notably the Pharmacopoeia Londonensis, which 
he retitled A Physical Dictionary. 

Some of the information found its way into his popular books, The English Physitian
(1652) and the Compleat Herbal (1653). 

By translating these works, Culpeper empowered common folk with the knowledge of self-
treatment. 

A man of the people, he charged small fees, had a genuine manner and continues to 
be honored with countless with countless editions of his herbal reprinted to this day. 





T h e  O b v i o u s  O m i s s i o n s  i n  t h e  H e r b a l  H i s t o r y  o f  E u r o p e  

The Omission of Women: 

Women were traditionally in charge in the health of their families as seen in growing food, 
tending to medicine preparation, pregnancy, birthing, eldercare and so on. 

Women also held these roles within their communities, particularly in communities of the poor. 

Between the 14th and 17th century millions of women were systemically tortured and executed 
on suspicion of being witches. 

Most of these women were folk herbalists using herbs to help the ailments of the peasant 
populations. 

At this time the medieval church, with the support of royal and secular authorities, controlled 
medical education and practice. 

The Inquisition / Witch hunt, constitutes an early instance of the ‘professional’ denying the 
value of the skills and interfering with the rights of the ‘non-professional’ to treat the poor. 

Witch hunts did not completely eliminate the lower class women herbalists but they did brand 
her as superstitious and possibly malevolent. 

This is seen most evidently at that time with the overtaking of midwifery with obstetrics 
and the use forceps and other forceful techniques for birthing. 



Omission of Indigenous People: 

Notable omissions from common herbal history curriculums is also referencing to Indigenous 
history of herbal medicine practice in reference to colonization and settlement of North 
America. 

Exploration and conquest of North America was well underway with solid evidence indicating 
the first to land were Norse, traveling west from Greenland, where Erik the Red had founded a 
settlement around the year 985 ACE. 

Stories of colonization of North America are interwoven with the use of plants as taught 
by the Indigenous people the settlers encountered. 

One such story is told in the book American Indian Medicine by Vogel: 

During the bitter cold of 1535 three ships of the French explorer Cartier were frozen in the St. 
Lawrence River. 

The men rampaged with scurvy, their hope for recovery lost. As the crisis deepened Cartier 
had the good fortune to have help from the local Indigenous chief, Domagaia. With the help 
of an Indigenous woman, who gathered bark and branches of a ‘magical’ tree, created a 
decoction and placing the dregs on the legs. All those threated recovered. It wasn’t until 200 
years later the discovery of treating scurvy with vitamin C was ‘scientifically’ proven. 

Also note that Cartier kidnaps the Chief and later takes them on explorations through the St. 
Lawrence River. 
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